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	This morning, we celebrate the 400th anniversary of arguably the most important book ever published in the English language- the King James Version of the Bible.  For the past four centuries, it has stood as the cultural and literary standard for the entire English-speaking world.  So much of its text has worked its way into our American idiom that most of us don’t even know the KJV has been the source.  Many well-known words and phrases like “A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush,” “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” Am I my brother’s keeper?” “An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth,” “It’s better to give than to receive,” “Man does not live by bread alone,” “The spirit is willing but the flesh is weak,” and “For everything there is a season,” to name a few owe their origin to this book.  It was not the first English translation of the Bible- John Wycliffe and William Tyndale had their own and there was of course the very popular Geneva Bible.  Still, in spite of seeming archaic by today’s standards, there is a gravitas and reverence and a majesty to it that make it superior to all those versions that came before and even after it.  
	Of all the biblical translations, it is the King James IN PARTICULAR which lends itself to memorization and liturgical purposes so that I often prefer it myself when conducting weddings or funerals.  Can you imagine reciting the 23rd Psalm or the Lord’s Prayer any way other than in the lofty cadence of the KJV?  Without it, the greatest public address in American history--Lincoln’s Second Inaugural in which he quoted from or paraphrased it four times--would never have achieved the timelessness that it has.  Consider the most important part of the speech, where Lincoln uses an exact quote from the KJV’s Psalm 19:
Fondly do we hope—fervently do we pray—that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away.  Yet, if God wills that it continue, until all the wealth piled by the bondsman’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with this lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.
	Most of you may not be aware of how this famous book first came into existence.  When she lay dying in March 1603, England’s Queen Elizabeth named her cousin, James VI of Scotland, as her successor.  Now prior to this time, the Geneva Bible had been the Bible of choice.  When it was published in 1560, it was relatively compact and inexpensive which put it into the hands of the masses, especially the lower classes.  It was filled with illustrations and maps, explanatory prefaces, annotations, and marginal notes that quickly made it the market leader.  However, it was its marginal notes that got it into trouble with the ruling classes because where they may have explained obscure passages and taught doctrines such as justification by faith, they also emphasized the limits of monarchy and denied the Divine Right of Kings.  This was not only a deliberate slap at the position and power of King James himself but also the Catholic Church and the Pope.  Thus, because James found the Geneva Bible--the reigning translation of the time—so politically subversive, it was in his interest to sponsor a NEW translation- one which wouldn’t attack or compromise the power, privilege, and wealth of England’s elite of which he, as the reigning monarch, was its greatest beneficiary.  He also wanted a version which would unite ALL of his subjects-- the church and the nation--into one, a translation “to be read to the whole Church, and none other” as he put it.  
	The KJV was finally published in 1611 to mixed reviews but its popularity soared after the Geneva Bible was banned some five years later, going through 182 editions in its first 35 years.  It was easily the most reliable, accurate, and understandable translation ever produced with “a sense of beauty and ceremony” that has remained unrivalled to this day.  The result was the most beloved version of the Bible in the English language with over five billion copies now having been sold and of what could be said was a translation “fit for a king.”  For many, it still remains the ONLY translation for as my sainted aunt often used to say, “If it was good enough for St. Paul, then it’s good enough for me.”
Since the founding of our nation, the words and teachings of the Bible have been an inescapable part of our thought and history.  Our language, literature, democratic institutions, and public education have been molded in large part by the influence of sacred scripture.  More than 90% of American households own a Bible and the average family owns three.  It has been said that if you stacked all the Bibles sitting in American homes one on top of another, the tower would rise 29 million feet- nearly a thousand times the height of Mt. Everest.  However, it is one thing to claim to respect or adore it and quite another to actually submit oneself to its faith and principles.  
	A Gallup poll revealed that while over 90% of Americans say they believe in God and over 70% call themselves Christian, only 11% of the more than 1500 adults polled were actually involved in daily Bible reading.  The poll also showed that 22% never read the Bible but women, blacks, older people, Protestants, evangelicals, Southerners and the less-educated are more likely to read it than other groups.
	Elizabeth Achtemeier, late professor of Bible and Preaching at Union Theological Seminary in Richmond, Va., wrote something years ago which seems today more valid than ever:
	Through 30 years of teaching in seminaries I have become convinced that the church has largely failed in its mission of educating its people in the apostolic, biblical faith.  Every preacher who enters a pulpit these days must assume that the congregation knows almost nothing about the content of the Scriptures.  The language of faith, the meaning of the sacraments and the basic doctrines of the Christian church are almost totally devoid of meaning for the average church-goer.  Thus our congregations are often at the mercy of the latest kooky cult (witness Shirley MacLaine and New Age religion), and there is no common biblical story that binds them together in their faith.  Individuals drift from one church to another, without roots, without religious history, without any Rock or Refuge or any sense that they belong to a communion of saints or participate in an ongoing history of salvation that God is working out in their lives and world.
	The answer to this dilemma in the church is no easier to solve than the current crisis in our educational system at large.  Even in a denomination like the Presbyterian Church (USA), a denomination which traditionally has placed a greater premium upon education than other churches, ignorance abounds as to what the Bible has to say along with ignorance of our Reformed Heritage and historic creeds.  This does not just apply to those who classify themselves as marginal members or casual attenders but even to those who occupy pews Sunday after Sunday, year after year.  
	The perception for a great many Christians is that we come to church on Sunday mornings to get our weekly diet of both worship and the Word.  We convince ourselves that that one hour of devotion is all we need to sustain us, as though that one small portion represented 100% of the minimum weekly allowance of our spiritual diet.  Our rationale is that after all, this is what we pay a preacher for- to pray for us, to do all the necessary research for us, and then preach to us the fruit of his labors so that WE don't have to pray and study and wrestle with the text ourselves. 
	In 2nd Timothy, Paul's exhorts his young disciple  to "STUDY and show himself APPROVED, a WORKMAN that needeth not be ASHAMED, but RIGHTLY DIVIDING the WORD OF TRUTH."  He was not making an offhand suggestion but delivering a solemn COMMAND, a sober ADMONITION directed at not just Timothy but at ANYONE who would call him or herself a serious disciple of Christ.  Certainly Jesus and his disciples lived in the scriptures.  It formed and gave life to their faith and convictions.  It guided them in their daily living and gave them courage in the face of overwhelming persecution.  Following the outpouring of God's Spirit on the Day of Pentecost, it says that Jesus' followers could be found continuing steadfastly "in the Apostles' doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers," disciplines necessary for power in their spiritual life.
	To the ancient Israelites, nothing was more important than moral education.  It was the father's first duty to teach his children God's commandments and all the wonders that God had done for his people.  They were to explain the meaning of the great feasts to their children and show them how each of the customs had a holy significance.  That education focused primarily on the Torah- the first five books of the Bible, the holy Law of God where it was said that "a child ought to be fattened with the Torah as an ox is fattened in the stall."  Language, grammar, history and geography were all studied in the Bible.  "It is in the Bible," says Josephus, the ancient Jewish historian, "that the finest knowledge is to be found, and the source of happiness."  
	The truth of the matter is that spiritual maturity and biblical and theological illiteracy among Christians have been at alarming levels for years now and it only continues to grow worse.  A number of years ago, Bishop Theodore Wedel wrote a book about the religion of the laity entitled The Christianity of Main Street in which he observed that the "Christianity of Main Street" in America is in danger of becoming a vague faith in ethical principles and values that have no biblical or theological rootage resulting in a faith that is illiterate and uninformed.  The secularized Christianity of Main Street is essentially a humanistic faith, a system of ethical ideals lacking any real relation to the Christian doctrines from which they originally arose.
	Similarly, Will Herberg in his famous book Protestant-Catholic-Jew declared a half century ago that America's high ethical idealism--its "common faith"--has been divorced from its historical roots in the Judaeo-Christian tradition.  The conviction prevalent among lay people is that religion is in essence an ethical opinion and that religion and ethics are virtually identical.  The essential thing is morality, and religion is a useful means of achieving this end.
	I found that to be true in my OWN experience as a young Christian.  While growing up in the Presbyterian Church, I thought that a Christian was somebody who obeyed a reasonable facsimile of the 10 Commandments, and because I had never killed, committed adultery, or stolen anything worth over $100 in value, I thought I was a pretty GOOD Christian.  Even after I went through a spiritual conversion in the summer of 1973, for the longest time afterward I was still convinced that at its very core Christianity was little more than a code or an ethical system and that if we were basically good, went to church, and loved God, we could then earn enough credits to get into heaven.  WORKS, not faith, was what Christianity was all about, or so I thought.  It was only after I began to study my faith and talk with my pastor that I realized that while Christianity may possess a morality, it is NOT a moral code but that it begins and ends with a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, and that studying his Word and talking to him and trusting him with your life each and every day is the ONLY way to know and experience and grow in the love of God.
When I was in seminary, my roommate and I once attempted a little experiment- we tried to devise the "perfect" religion.  By "perfect," I mean a religion which was all things to all persons to the extent that it said absolutely nothing to everyone.  We wanted it to be a religion that would offend NOONE, a religion so vapid that it made absolutely no demands of any kind.  In fact, we wanted to create a religion so vacuous and abstract that it could be worshiped and affirmed without them knowing what it was they were worshiping.  
It started out as a joke and we amused ourselves for some time as we attempted to formulate a concise creedal statement that would sum up our newly-founded religion.  It didn’t take long for us to come up with this as our creedal statement: "Our God is nice and lives in a friendly world."  That was it- short and sweet, the sum and substance of our new religion.  We had successfully formulated a creed designed to please conservative and liberal, chauvinist and feminist, Republican or Democrat, alike.  "Our God is nice and lives in a friendly world"- it was as neutral an article of faith one can make about anything, like identifying America with "mom and apple pie."
We speculated about the probability of this religion taking hold of people's imaginations but gave up on it when we realized that such a notion was self-defeating- our "nice" theology was intended to be as unimaginative as possible.  After all, what more bland statement can one make about something or someone than, "Oh, it's nice."  Niceness fails to convey anything real or meaningful and it certainly fails to tell us ANYTHING about "it."  We were convinced we had a sure winner on our hands.
But then, what had begun in fun took on a more serious vein the more we thought about this new religion of ours- that in truth it wasn't REALLY novel at all.  You see, the average citizen, when questioned about his or her own beliefs, can in all probability add little more commentary to the content of his or her faith than what WE had produced in our "tongue-in-cheek" creed.  The bottom line is that for many people "God is good” (a notch just slightly above "God is nice”) and that if we TOO are good, that is, obey to the best of our abilities his commandments, then God will reward us.  He will bless us and take us home with him to heaven.  
I think the time has come for us to get truly honest with ourselves and admit that as pastors and lay leaders, we have not done a very good job of educating our congregations and even OURSELVES, and a large reason for this is that we have lost sight of what is the bottom line of our own faith.  The gospel or "good news" has come to mean anything that sounds GOOD to people, whether it is the latest psychological fad to sweep the churches such as "positive thinking" or the "God wants to bless you" theology or the "instant salvation" offered by just reciting the four spiritual laws.  
	Yes, biblical and theological illiteracy is rampant throughout our churches.  Many Christians have never prayed with their family, never read the Bible together, have never talked about what Jesus means to them to their own children, spouse or friends because even after many years in the pew, they still don't understand its message or yet remain unsure of their OWN faith.  The resources are certainly there and available, only they don't take advantage of them.  It's just plain foolish to think that an hour in church on Sunday morning is all the nourishment and vitamins one needs to develop a healthy, well-rounded spiritual life. 
	Friends, the theme for this morning’s worship service has been on “education.”  This is why on the same Sunday we have honored Benjamin Anderson with this year’s Florence Warnock Scholarship we are also honoring a book which has endured for the past four centuries and remains unrivalled in its dignity and eloquence.  But the way in which we TRULY honor it is not by preaching a sermon about it every few years or so or conspicuously placing our unused Bibles on the living room coffee table when the minister comes to visit.  NO, we honor it when we make it an actual part of our LIVES, when we keep it close at hand because its promises and truths are as important to us as the air we breathe and the food we eat.  After all, it’s not called “the Bread of Life” for NOTHING.  We honor it when we restore it to its rightful place as a centerpiece of the wisdom and moral instruction we offer our family.  We honor it when we spend a few minutes each day meditating upon it, whether before bed or upon rising in the morning.  We honor it when we attend church circles or our Sunday morning Adult Study where the Word of God is read and discussed and then applied to our different life situations.  We honor it when we let it correct us and allow its truths and lessons to more than fill our heads but to filter down into our hearts as well.  For the church to ever become strong, the scriptures must once again serve as “a lamp unto our feet, and a light unto our path.”  Like the saints of old, may WE strive to saturate our LANGUAGE with its VOCABULARY, our MINDS with its TRUTH, our HEARTS with its LOVE, our CONSCIENCES with its LAWS, and our LIVES with its SPIRIT.  Then we TOO may discover that rather than a dead and dusty tome we likely keep buried in the bottom drawer of our night table, it will forever remain the greatest “love story” you or I shall ever hear.  Let us pray… 
Heavenly Father, we thank you for the WRITTEN Word- for the revelation of your acts in history which you have entrusted to us to guide us and encourage us and to make us all one in you.  We also thank you for the LIVING Word, Jesus Christ himself, and whose life and legacy is contained therein.  May they BOTH remain central to our faith and lives and purposes, and may we learn to value its timeless truths as much as we love and adore YOU.  In our Lord’s name we pray.  Amen.
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